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Otters in MN: A Brief History 

● Populations decimated by 1900’s 

● Water quality improvements 

● CITES, Appendix II in 1977 

Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species 

● Reintroduction programs 

21 states, 1976 - 1998 

● 24 Otters from N to SE  

MN 1979 - 1981  
(Raesly 2001) 

 

Ullman Fur Warehouse, St. Paul (1920) 

MN Historical Society 



Coon Rapids 

Dam Visitors 

2009 BioBlitz 

Crosby Farm 



Fall 2009 
 

Pilot study  
baseline otter presence 

 
● 8, non-random sites 

● 1 mile up and down 

stream 

● Canoe and hike 

shorelines 
 

Similar to common 

“bridge survey” methods  
(Clark et al. 1987, Crimmins et al. 

2009, Roberts et al. 2008, 

Shackelford et al. 1997) 
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Looking for 
 

● Slides and trails 

near water 
 

 



Looking for 
 

● Haulouts 
 

 

 



Otter Activity 
 

● Otter tracks 



Otter Tracks 



Not to be  

Confused... 
 

 

 



 Scat 



Otter Activity 
 

● Latrines! 

Latrine 



 Scat 



 Scat 



“Jellies” 



Fall 2009 
 

Pilot study baseline 

otter presence 

 

 

✓Otter presence 

confirmed 

 

✓Confluence area 

parks 

N 



Winter 2010 
 

Volunteer surveyors 

 

winter sign surveys by 

snowshoe 

 

Compare winter to 

summer/ fall 

● Otter presence 

● methods  

● logistics/ effort 

 

Repeat pilot study 

sites 

 







Winter 2010 
 

Findings: 
 

● Ease of detection 
(reduced range, depend on 

open water) 

● Timing 

○ Ice cover 

○ Snowfall 

● GIS Maps 

● Otter sign at CRD and 

lakes near confluence 

● Year-round ‘hot-spots’ 

 

 

Coon Rapids 

Dam 

Ft. Snelling 
Lilydale 

 



With relatively little effort: 

 

✔Effective sign survey methods 

✔Otter ‘hot-spots’ 

 
More questions: 

 
- How many? 

- Other regions of the park? 

- Why do we care, anyway? 



Why otter? 

muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus) populations 
dramatically reduced in streams where otters were 

reintroduced.Williamson 2009 



Why otter? 



Why otter? 



Winter 2011 
 

winter sign surveys by 

snowshoe 

 

● Presence or 

absence 

● 500m segments 

● New sites 

● Improved ice safety 

● Better timing 

 



Planning survey 

routes 

 

Landscape 

Connectivity 

 

● Main river 

● Side channels 

● Riverine lakes 

● Wetlands 

 

Wildlife activity 

Jim Spencer, 2007 





Winter 2011 
 

winter sign surveys by 

snowshoe 

 

● Long term 

‘transect’ data 

● Confluence ‘hot-

spots’ 

● Surveyed southern 

regions 

 



Otter DNA 



Otter DNA 
Microsatellite Genotyping 

● Population estimates 

● Genetic diversity 

● Sex ratios 

● Non-invasive 





2011 - 2012:  

Low success rate 

(15%) using swabs 

(WGI, BC) 

Lab results in 

progress:   

Swabs, vials, t-picks, 

FTA cards (USGS, WV) 

 

● New marker suite 

● Genetic diversity 

● Population estimate* 

 



2010 - 2015 



N
 N 







500 m Transects 









Program MARK or PRESENCE 

1:p                  0.4327332    0.0557348        

2:Psi                0.8682915    0.1112237 

Otters occur almost everywhere throughout 

survey area (87% of transects)  

 

fairly good chance of detecting them if they 

occur (43% per survey) 

Probability (site x): 1 0 1 - 1 

● False absences 

● Spatial Dependence 

● Probability of Detection  

(snowfall, observer etc.) 

 

 











Symbiotic species? 

 

● Beaver structures 

● Dens and burrows 

 

 

 





MISS OTTER VIDEO 

Remote Cameras 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nL-xKk_5UiA
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